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A High-Impact Practice to Stimulate  
Honors Community and Empower  
Student Leadership on Campus
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Abstract: First-year students are challenged to complete a Campus Improvement 
Project to first identify a problem on campus and then propose a solution . Students 
develop basic research skills and a sense of belonging to their university and honors 
community while simultaneously maturing as leaders .
Keywords: first-year experience; observational learning; interdisciplinary research; 
communities; college campuses
A traditional challenge in honors education is integrating honors students within the honors community, the university campus, and its associated 
resources . To address this challenge, the Redwine Honors Program of Mid-
western State University (MSU Texas) has developed a Campus Improvement 
Project (CIP) designed to incorporate key principles of honors education—
community, bounded freedom, and academic competence—and to assimilate 
new students into campus life while simultaneously developing their basic 
research skills . This active learning project facilitates deeper student learning 
through a number of high-impact educational practices, including a first-year 
seminar, collaborative assignments, undergraduate research, and elements of 
service learning . In this way, our project bears similarities to that put forward 
by James D . Bell in the 2005 and 2015 volumes of Honors in Practice, but it 
ultimately extends his project in terms of student demographics, pedagogy, 
and course objectives .
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The project begins in our program’s orientation and continues through-
out our first-year seminar, a course that introduces students to research in an 
interdisciplinary framework . During orientation, incoming students are orga-
nized into groups by major and paired with at least one honors peer mentor . 
As groups, the students then participate in a City as Text™ activity designed 
to familiarize them with the university and the surrounding community, to 
introduce them to their peers, and to encourage them to ask critical ques-
tions . The project continues the second week of class as first-year students 
are randomly placed in CIP groups and then explore the university campus 
through a subsequent Campus as Text activity . This second activity pushes 
the students to think critically about the university and its ability to support 
its academic mission . In our case, MSU Texas is a public liberal arts institu-
tion . Our students are thus asked to identify examples on campus of support 
for the liberal arts mission as well as areas where university support could 
be more effective . Students then present their findings to their peers in the 
classroom .
Over the next month, students are introduced to basic research skills 
covering each of the major areas represented on campus, from the natural sci-
ences to the fine arts . The skills include formulation of research questions, 
hypotheses and research designs, survey construction, content analysis, and 
archival research . Following these presentations, student groups identify an 
issue on campus and apply their newly developed research skills to determine 
a solution . The groups must address three criteria: demonstrating the need for 
their solution supported by primary or secondary data; identifying the ben-
efits of the solution to the university as well as to current and future students; 
and providing detailed implementation information, such as estimated costs, 
staffing demands, a campus location, or other resources required . Groups 
must then submit their suggested proposal in an abstract format .
Student work on these projects continues throughout the remainder of 
the semester, culminating in two presentations . The first is a poster presenta-
tion at the university’s undergraduate research symposium, which provides 
an opportunity for honors students to gain both familiarity with presenting 
research and valuable feedback from the campus community . The second 
is a special panel presentation during the last week of class, in which upper-
level administrators from related sectors of campus are invited to evaluate the 
proposals in a “Shark Tank” format . Students present their research to the 
administrators, who assess the merits of each proposal, score the presenta-
tions, and, if warranted, adopt those that are feasible .
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Since its inception in 2014, the CIP has become an integral part of our 
honors program’s mission, and, as indicated by Bell, its benefits to both our 
honors students and university have been numerous . First-year honors stu-
dents build a sense of community through collaborative research about their 
university and its needs . This form of active learning facilitates knowledge 
acquisition about campus resources, and the experience of presenting their 
findings to the university community and administrators primes students to 
seek out future undergraduate research opportunities . Moreover, tangible 
campus reforms have emerged from the CIP, including the creation of a stu-
dent-run food pantry, a transfer student orientation program, and a campus 
bus-tracking phone application . As a result, the experience serves as an effec-
tive high-impact practice that not only integrates incoming honors students 
into their campus and honors education but also fosters honors students’ 
ownership of their education, empowering them as campus leaders with the 
ability to effect positive institutional change .
__________________________________________________________
The authors may be contacted at
steve.garrison@msutexas.edu.
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